Introduction
The text I want to focus on with this article is not a recently discovered one, it is on the contrary well-known, often referred to but not so frequently quoted. The text is the so- , in Estudi General, 1989, núm. 9, pp. 215-36 ;  and Ora Limor, « The Epistle of Rabbi Samuel of Morocco: A Best-Seller in the World of polemics », in Ora Limor and Guy G. Stroumsa eds, Contra Iudaeos: Ancient and Medieval Polemics Between Christians and Jews, Tübingen, Mohr, 1996, pp. 177-94 . 2 In fact we could state that 3 periods of time are at stake with the Epistola: the supposed time of its composition: the eleventh century, the supposed time of its translation and in fact real composition: the first part of fourteenth century; and the time of its success or dissemination: the second half of the fourteenth and the fifteenth century. About the matter of dissemination, see Ora Limor, art. cit., pp. 177-79, more than 300 copies of the Epistola were produced till the end of the Middle Ages. 3 It is interesting to note that the editor of the text in the Patrologiae Latinae, vol. 149, , reprint of the edition of 1853, introduces Rabbi Samuel as born in Fes and converted to Christianity in 1085 in Toledo.
document reveal how rich and subtle this opus is and justifies the statement of Preachers of the end of the Middle Ages who consider it as the most effective tool to convert the Jews.
The angle I will adopt to analyze the Epistola is the following: I wonder in what way Rabbi
Samuel's Epistola reflects the new strategy adopted by polemicists against Judaism from the second half of the thirteenth century, and how it renews the genre of medieval polemics.
I New polemics, devices and methods
Historians have long demonstrated that the art of polemics was renewed during the thirteenth century in different ways. veracity of the letter. Furthermore he adorns the Arabic language saying that it is the language of the best scholars, that is the most truthful ones and that: among the Jews, the most famous are the ones that possess the science of Arabic letters, and whereas in acient times they used them a lot, the modern ones, Jews and Christians, don't do so (because they don't know the language), and they only use the Arabic language to expose their secrets, the things they want to occult 16 .
that is, here, the truth of Christianity. And he adds: "I think that this is the reason why, this
Jew, the author of that book, a convert, wrote the opus in Arabic and not in Hebrew" 17 . What
is not so convincing in Alphonsus' argument is the reason why Rabbi Samuelis chose to keep it secret. Either he was convinced of the Christian truth and he decided to expose it to most of the Jews, or he was not and he would not have said anything. But Alphonsus decides to translate the letter so that most people can have an access to the reasoning. And then we find the old argument about matters of translation as he says that:
I will translate from the Arabic directly from Rabbi Samuel's text, rather than from saint Jerome translation, so that nobody can tell I add, or suppress or change anything in the text […] so that if the Jews see the both texts, they can notice that the Arabic one and the Latin one don't differ 18 .
These special characteristics of the language, the great attention paid to the exact meaning of words and correct translation of sentences, especially from the Thirteenth Century, and the mixing up of times for the composition of the opus, proof that the Epistola is part of the new polemic.
Another proof of it stands in one theme developed to give force to the controversy: the insistence on the length of the Jewish sufferings.
16
"Sciendum quod inter Judaeos multum gloriantur illi, qui Arabicarum litterrarum obtinent peritiam. Tum quia illae litterae sunt in antiquorum Philosophorum usu satis copiosae ; Tum etiam quia in eis, ut puto, paucis Judaeis paucioribus Christianis, notis scribunt confidentius secreta sua, quae volunt aliis occultare." Ibidem, p. 2.
17
" Qua de causa, ut existimo Judaeus iste, licet cathecumenus, auctor hujus libri, non ipsum Hebraeo sermone, sed in Arabico annotavit " Ibidem.
18
"Ego vero in transferendo ipsum auctoritates Bibliorum ab ipso Judaeo inductas, sic scripsi in locis suis in Arabico et Latino, non prout in nostra habentur translatione secundum beatum Hyeronimum sed prout iste Judaeus eas scripsit quando composuit istud opus. Et hoc feci, ne aliquis mihi possit imponere, quod in contextu aliquid praesumpserim addere, diminuere vel etiam immutare […] ut etiam judei, si viderint istum librum in utraque lingua conscriptum, tantum convincantur per eum, si viderent, quod auctoritates in Latino ad hoc descriptae in Arabico non discordarent." Ibidem.
3) The length of Jewish Sufferings, a Powerful Argument This theme in itself is rather classical. It is used by the Jews themselves as a mean of expiation for the rupture of Lord's covenant. But whereas in the Jewish texts there's always some hope behind the despair provoked by the sufferings (accentuated since the First This difference of analysis is also classical. But what is new in Alphonsus' Epistola, is the insistence with which he uses this theme. He insists on it all along the text and when he quits it for a while, he then comes back to it, few chapters later. He begins in the first chapter when he puts into Rabbi Samuel's mouth the following words:
Our punishment is endless […] God has been punishing us for more than a thousand years and scattering us through the 4 parts of the world. Then whatever may happen, we are without God, because we have no excuse 21 .
And farther in the third chapter, quoting Daniel 9, he adds: "And this captivity, my lord, is doubtless the one that God, through the Prophet Daniel, calls desolatio as he says in chapter 9:
' Our desolatio will last till destruction and end of times' " 22 . Alphonsus compares the captivity of the Hebrews after the destruction of the first temple which lasted 70 years, but had an end, and the one of his fellows of the Middle Ages that has no end, because they know the truth, whereas the Ancients had an excuse, they did not know the truth. In chapter 4, Alphonsus goes on in that way underlining the endlessness of Jewish punishment as he says:
"God doesn't forgive us as we are alive, and won't forgive us when we are dead" 23 We must not consider that air which is a very light and subtle material cannot carry bodies as big and heavy, because we know that the water which carried the bodies of the sons of Israel as they went out of Egypt, was like air 31 .
The basic physical argument, which consists in saying that a body can't be lighter than air and then can't rise up, is not acceptable and there, the last argument is a matter of faith and miracle. The limits of the use of reason always consist in faith. And finaly, Alphonsus/Samuel regrets that the Jewish faith is selective as he says: "Therefore, we must believe that the bodies of those saint men did rise up, but we don't believe that Jesus went to heaven"
32
. All these arguments show that Alphonsus Bonihominis is part of the new polemics. In the same time, Alphonsus also practices the traditional ones. . And it is precisely the Nature of Jesus that is argued here, and the subject of corporeal God. We can compare this very mild reference to the Jewish arguments on that matter with the opinions or sentences pronounced by other Jewish polemicists which seem much more violent. For example In his Milhamot Ha Shem, Jacob ben Reuben evokes the corporeality of God or precisely of Jesus considered as divine in these terms: ‹ Christians' faith is not true as they say that God who created them is born of a women and was raised in a cradle and accepted to be put on the cross for the salvation of God's 33 Zacharia 14. 3-4, Vulgata edition. The hebrew text also speeks of God.
34
"Et nos domine non dicimus quod Deus in essentia sua et natura habet pedes, nec carnem, nec ista quae corporis sunt, sed habere pedes convenit omni creaturae corporae" Epistola, PL 149, Chap. 10, col. 346. 35 Ibidem, ‹ Dicit etiam David propheta quod supra allegatum est, loquendo de secundo ejus adventu: 'Ignis in conspectu ejus exardescet et in circuitu ejus inflammabit (Ps XLIX)'. Sed domine non dicimus quod Deus sit circumscriptus, quod aliquid posset esse in circuitu ejus, in quantum Deus ›.
creatures […] 36 ›. We find the same arguments in Joseph Kimhi's Sefer Ha-Berit as he says ‹ For who can believe, that the Holy-One, blessed be he, entered the womb of a woman and took on flesh ? 37 ›. The Jewish commentators feel some disgust as they think of God's corporeality. In our case, Alphonsus recalls that the Jews don't agree with that dogma, but doesn't quote the exact sentences they formulate. We understand why.
2 Here the logic of the reasoning is striking and leads to the only possible conclusion: the end of the Covenant and, once again, the hopelessness of the Jews' situation:
Whereas God promised Abraham and his descendants the eternal possession of the Land, they lost it several times because of their sins and God gave it back to them until their final sin when they lost it again. A thousand years have passed, and there is no hope to get it back 39 .
And then in a very subtle way, Alphonsus/Samuel comes back to the present era as he says "because we altogether are staying in that sin, for which we lost our land". It is a way of maintaining the sin through history on the Jewish People and forbidding them to ask for the 36 
H.Trautner Kromann , Shield and Sword, Jewish polemics against Christianity and the Christians in Spain and
France from 1100 -1500 , Tübingen, 1993 . , 1998 ; and David Biale, Power and Powerlessness in Jewsih History, New York, Schocken Books, 1986, pp. 36-37. 41 "ostenditur per auctoritates Veteris Testamenti (quod) lex vetus debebat cessare." Bernardus Oliver, Contra Cecitatem Judeorum, ed. F. Cantera Burgos, Madrid-Barcelona, 1965, p. 67. 42 " quamdiu lex duravit que solum uni populo precipiebatur, debuit durare signum quo ille populus ab aliis gentibus distinguebatur et lege cessante eciam signum debuit cessare" Ibidem, p. 116. Israel's rejection by God and the fact that it has been lasting for more than a thousand years and that it is to be lasting forever, a logical conclusion must follow: the necessity for the Jews to convert. That is what we will examine now. . Quoting Daniel 9. 24-27, so often commented upon by exegetes et theologians, Nachmanides says that prophecy has not ended and postpones to a last exile, which has not begun, the building of a third temple ; whereas Alphonsus gives a much more classical explanation of the words ‹ Postquam consumatae fuerunt 62 hebdomadae › saying:
There is no doubt that the destruction of the eternal desolation means our captivity, for the past one thousand years. And God said through the prophet's mouth that there will be an eternal desolation after the murder of the Christ, as is our desolation after Jesus was killed 51 .
We notice here the very different perspective of those explanations: hope in Nachmanides; despair in Alphonsus. When Alphonsus/Samuel leads back the Jewish People and makes them consider the end of an era, Nachmanides offers a future perspective and leads his fellow Jews to that future. He goes even farther as he quotes Daniel 12. 11-12 and establishes a precise date for the advent of the Messiah, that is the year 1358. We must recall that Nachmanides writes in the 1270s and that Alphonsus produces his so-called translation in the 1330s. Then the perspective and the hope given by Nachmanides, are still allowed when Alphonsus writes.
We can't imagine that Alphonsus doesn't know Nachmanides' works even if he doesn't have direct access to them. There is a real emulation around these themes and the notions of hope and despair are effective as the question of the perpetuation of the Jewish People is at stake and as the assaults to convert the Jews are more and more insistent. Which leads us to an important question, a question that we can often wonder: who read the Epistola, for whom was it produced 52 ? And once again the question of its real author is set up. Written in Arabic or in Hebrew as Alphonsus pretends, it could be intended to a Jewish readership. We know, and I will focus on that theme in a moment, that the matter is more and more sensitive in the first third of the fourteenth century, and that such a correspondence between two scholars was plausible. Written in Latin it couldn't be intended to a Jewish readership, but to a Christian one, to whom Alphonsus the scholar would like to give the keys to dispute with the Jews. We know examples of that kind with Ramon Marti sixty years before. , p. 193-194 explains that the copies of the Epistola are often preserved in manuscripts possessed by monasteries or Preachers' convents. The goal of such an opus was predication and conviction of the Jews. We must add that whereas an opus as the Pugio Fidei had the same goal but was too subtle for an ‹ average › Preacher, the Epistola was easier to handle, which explains the enormous numbers of copies preserved and the fact that he was considered as an efficient tool. As, my friend, our sons came before us to God's faith, if our hearts converted to them, their hearts would convert to us. And as God said 'There will be one people and one God' then we mustn't understand another conversion than from unfaithfulness to the faith and teaching of the one who is the master of salvation of those who believe in him.
The reasoning is quite complex, but farther, Alphonsus is more direct:
But those faithful sons, sent through the whole world stood in front of God instead of us after God killed Israel and our name, and thanks to them, the first Law is renewed in accordance with
Melchisedech who changed the sacrifice for God to bread and wine 58 .
The sentence is very clear, the conversion is from the Old Law to the New One, and after a long demonstration, it seems to be the only possible issue.
Conclusion.
All these elements show that the Epistola is fully part of the polemics of the Fourteenth Century. Alphonsus/ Samuel writes to persuade the Jews to convert, using a device to be more convincing: he pretends that the author is a Jew. But the themes he uses, his tone, his appeal to Reason contradict the story he tells about the context of the letter. On the contrary, the immediate context of Spain in the Fourteenth Century perfectly fits with the opus. The
Preachers' mission and the growing pressure on the Jewish communities are well reflected, even if in an indirect way, through the Epistola. We could have developed the demonstration from the themes that the opus doesn't mention, the main themes of the Christian dogma, to
show that Alphonsus, a Preacher preoccupied with efficiency, is its real author. Indeed, the traditional polemics that used to handle these themes to persuade the Jews never succeeded. It is a distinctive point of the new polemics to adapt to its audience, to speak to the Jews from a Jewish point of view, without using the arguments of the Christiana Veritas, to which the 58 "Cum ergo, domine mi, filii nostri venerunt antequam nos ad fidem Dei, si corda nostra convertantur ad filios, corda eorum converterentur ad nos. Et sicut dicit Deus altissimus 'Erunt populus unus, animus unus in deo glorioso et victorioso' quia non debemus intelligere illam conversionem, nisi de infidelitate ad fidem et doctrinam illius iusti qui est magister salutis eorum qui credunt in eo […] Sed isti fideles filii sic proiecti vel missi per universum mundum, surrexerunt coram deo loco nostri, postquam Deus occidit Israel et nomen nostrum […] et per istos innovata est lex prima secundum ordinem Melchisedech qui sacrificium deo instituit in pane et vino. " Epistola, PL 149, Chap. 19, col. 357. 
